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Foreword

This important publication is the first to chronicle the history of state
municipal leagues, key institutions in American local government that
have served as advocates for municipal interests and as providers of
training, technical assistance, research, and information to city and
town officials for the past one hundred years.

Because the history of our nation's cities is both reflected in and
shaped by the institutions that represent them, this book fills an impor-
tant gap in our knowledge and understanding about the changes and
challenges cities have faced over the past century.

Today, the forty-nine state municipal leagues are well-established
and highly respected organizations representing the collective interests
oflocal governments. But it was not always so. Like many other institu-
tions that are now a key part of the American landscape, state leagues
had rocky and fitful beginnings, overcame severe financial and person-
nel challenges during the Depression and World War II, and often
owed their very existence to determined personal efforts by small
groups of individuals.

State leagues were created voluntarily, and they remain voluntary
membership organizations. Today, as they did one hundred years ago,
state leagues seek to advocate public policy positions that benefit the
residents of cities and improve local governance through the exchange
of information and experiences. Their success in these tasks is evident:
every year, more than 18,000 of the nation's 19,000 municipalities
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iv  State Municipal Leagues: The First Hundred Years

make an affirmative decision to participate in the activities of their state
league.

In addition to all their statewide achievements, ten state municipal
leagues met together in Lawrence, Kansas, in 1924 and created a new,
national organization to serve as a clearinghouse for information about
municipal government. That organization, the American Municipal
Association, later became the National League of Cities. Today, the
National League of Cities and the forty-nine state municipal leagues
work together in partnership at the national, state, and local levels to
strengthen and improve municipal government and its institutions.
Our collaborative work today is tomorrow's shared history.

It is fitting that this seminal history of the state municipal leagues
was researched and written by a veteran of the state league movement,
Donald L. Jones. Throughout his entire forty-year career, Jones repre-
sented local government interests at positions in state leagues and at the
National League of Cities. He worked for five years at the Colorado
Municipal League, served for fifteen years as executive director of the
League of Oregon Cities, and spent nearly twenty years as director of
member programs at the National League of Cities, where he was re-
sponsible for developing programs and services for state leagues.

After his retirement from the National League of Cities at the end of
1998, Jones dedicated himself to writing this history of the organiza-
tions he served and knows so well. Because of his firsthand knowledge
of state leagues, Jones is able to highlight trends and explain nuances
that others would miss.

During the past century, many of the trends that have affected our
nation's cities have been mirrored in the history of the state municipal
leagues. We are immensely grateful to Don for his tireless efforts in re-
searching, writing, and documenting — for the first time — that his-
tory in this important book. Anyone interested in urban affairs, public
administration, and the history of cities will benefit from its insights.

Donald J. Borut
Executive Director
National League of Cities
November, 1999



Preface

A book solely about state municipal leagues is an idea that has intrigued
me for years. State municipal leagues are not well known to the public
at large and sometimes seem small and obscure even to those who come
in contact with them. But I remain convinced that as a group, state
leagues have had enormous influence, far beyond that which their
relatively small budgets and staff size might suggest, on how the
American system of local government has developed and operates.

Legal concepts of municipal home rule, state laws on everything
from annexation to local taxation to zoning, and general public respect
for local government (which is mentioned nowhere in the U. S. Consti-
tution but consistently receives higher approval ratings than federal and
state governments in public opinion polls) have been strongly shaped
by the work of state municipal leagues. Of equal importance has been
the impact of state municipal leagues on the lives and actions of count-
less municipal officials. Leagues have regularly brought newly-elected
municipal officials together usually for their first experience in becom-
ing acquainted with peers and learning from each other, providing a
much-needed sense of perspective and importance about local officials'’
roles and responsibilities, and enabling local officials to become part of
valuable networks of colleagues where many establish lifelong collegial
and personal friendships.

Not bad for institutions whose staffs and budgets are barely notice-
able in the overall scheme of things, that carry on their day-to-day work
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without much fanfare or public recognition, and that did not even exist
a hundred years ago.

This project has been accomplished largely through the review of
records that leagues have created of themselves — their magazines,
newspapers, and other publications, and the histories some have pub-
lished for various commemorative events. I have also drawn upon rec-
ords of state league activity maintained by the American Municipal
Association/National League of Cities over the years (albeit with vary-
ing degrees of efficiency and completeness during certain periods). I
have been stimulated and guided by the relatively few publications and
academic studies that others have prepared about state municipal
leagues; these are noted in the section on sources and references. Andl
am indebted to the Rockefeller Archive Center for access to files about
The American Municipal Association's work with state municipal
leagues in the 1930s.

I am grateful to the executive directors of the state municipal leagues,
my respected colleagues over a forty-year working career, for their re-
view and comments about the draft of this work prior to its final publi-
cation.

I am indebted to the National League of Cities, especially its current
executive director, Don Borut, for making this project possible. Many
members of the NLC staff provided help along the way, but I especially
acknowledge the work of my colleagues for years in the NLC Center
for Member Programs, Marc Shapiro and Catherine Moses, who
helped chronicle the activities of state municipal leagues over the past
two decades. I also appreciate the help of the able staff of NLC's Mu-
nicipal Reference Service, in particular Tom Sullivan, who provided di-
rection and access to a range of sources that I might not otherwise have
found. Finally, I acknowledge the advice (and the patience) of James
Borsig, Jeff Fletcher, Christopher McKenzie, Mike Quinn, and Frank
Sturzl, the two NLC center directors and three state league directors
who served as a project review committee to help keep this project on
track.

Every effort has been made to make this a fair and accurate represen-
tation of the record of state municipal leagues over their first century,
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while keeping it to manageable proportions, but undoubtedly errors
have crept in and omissions have occurred. I regret any such flaws and
fully accept responsibility for the final product. But I hope this history
captures the significant portions of state league development to date for
those who are interested in forces shaping American local government
in the 20th century.

Donald L. Jones

September 1999
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Introduction:
The State League Movement

At the end of the 20th century, associations of municipal governments
are organized and functioning in forty-nine of the fifty states — all but
Hawaii, where a different local government structure precludes the
need for such an association. The forty-nine municipal associations —
since 1900 generally referred to as state municipal leagues — have
operating budgets totaling $140 million annually; they collectively
employ a total of almost 1,400 persons full time.

In 1999, at the end of the 20th century, the forty-nine state munici-
pal leagues are a firmly established feature of the system of American
local government. They are recognized by governments at all levels as
important institutions providing valuable services to municipal govern-
ments. And they are acknowledged as advocates for collective munici-
pal government interests in policy debates and program
implementation at all levels of government — federal, state, and local.

One hundred years ago, there were state municipal leagues that
would last in only five states, all of them in their infancy, one or two
years old. None had a full-time staff. In two other states, first efforts
were being made to organize state leagues, but these would turn out to
be unsuccessful. The state municipal league “movement” was just be-
ginning.

This is the story of what happened between 1898, when the first per-
manent leagues were organized, and 1999, when leagues are active or-
ganizations in forty-nine states — the story of how state

1
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ganizations in forty-nine states — the story of how state municipal
leagues grew and developed in their first one hundred years.

State municipal leagues were created voluntarily and spontaneously
in every state except Hawaii over the first six decades of the 20th cen-
tury. The “youngest” league, Rhode Island, was organized in 1968.

In the early part of the century, formation of state leagues was en-
couraged as part of the citizen reform movement by the National Mu-
nicipal League (the citizen organization dating back to 1894 devoted to
state and local government reform and now known as the National
Civic League). Leagues formed the American Municipal Association
(since 1964, the National League of Cities) in 1924, and starting in the
1930s, AMA encouraged and assisted with organizing leagues in the
rest of the states. But from the beginning leagues were created in each
of the states only as local leadership emerged. They were created as
autonomous statewide associations, not as “state chapters” of any na-
tional organization.

Usually leagues came into existence as the result of intense personal
effort on the part of a handful of local government leaders, sometimes
in response to a statewide issue or crisis involving several municipalities
(for example, a multicity stolen property fencing operation in Indiana,
health administration problems in New York, legislative proposals to
limit local taxing powers in Georgia). In other cases, leagues were or-
ganized because local leaders wanted municipal officials to come to-
gether to exchange information and ideas on improving their
communities.

Many leagues were nourished through their infancy with help from a
university where a dean, professor, or department head took a strong
interest in municipal government and volunteered to provide the secre-
tariat function at little or no cost to the fledgling association. Some
leagues developed very close and formal university connections in their
early years, sometimes sharing staff, reference files, research capacity,
and other resources, but other leagues deliberately refrained from uni-
versity affiliations. By the end of the century, however, virtually all
leagues had completely separated from any formal university connec-
tion in favor of operating as free-standing, independent organizations
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wholly owned and operated by the municipal governments in their re-
spective states.

The state municipal leagues have much in common but also many
differences. Leagues helped one another organize, in many cases send-
ing officers or staff members to meet with interested officials from
other states. They used local pride and competition with other states in
the early years when building membership was the top priority by
pointing to growth in a nearby or comparable state league in their
membership promotions. Each league wanted to be as strong as its
neighbors, but in the end, each league is a reflection of the governmen-
tal culture of its own state — the state constitution, statutes, traditions,
and public attitudes toward government in that particular state.

State municipal leagues communicated and cooperated with one an-
other from the beginning, and continue to cooperate and support one
another in a variety of ways. The earliest leagues first attempted to form
a national organization of state municipal associations under auspices
of the National Municipal League. Meeting at the National Municipal
League's conference in Detroit in 1917, they planned to form an asso-
ciation, which they named the Conference on State Leagues of Mu-
nicipalities, and to meet the following year. But the follow-up meeting
was never held. Leagues next got together in 1924 to form the national
association they called the American Municipal Association, and they
have remained closely linked ever since.

Most of the earliest state league activity occurred in the Midwest
(Indiana, Iowa, Wisconsin, Michigan, Illinois, and Kansas), with the
earliest out-of-Midwest league being California. New Jersey, Pennsyl-
vania and Utah were other early out-of-Midwest leagues. By 1920, ef-
forts had been made to organize leagues in thirty-two states, but the
mortality rate was high, probably due in part to the distractions of
World War L. It appears that by 1920, only sixteen of the thirty-two
state leagues that had been organized were still operational, although
differing numbers of leagues show up on different rosters published at
about that time and few records are maintained when leagues slip into
inactivity.
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During the 1920s and even more so in the 1930s, the movement
picked up again, with leagues being reactivated or organized in twenty
states over twenty years. During this period, most of the southern states
organized or reactivated successfully. Leagues were also organized or
successfully reactivated in the balance of the Midwest and the remain-
ing states of the Rocky Mountain West and Far West. By World War
11, the only remaining gaps in the state league map were in New Eng-
land and the mid-Atlantic states.

The World War II years slowed league organizing activity in the
1940s, but in the 1950s and 1960s, the municipal league movement
picked up again and spread to the remaining eleven states, including
most of New England (Maine is the only pre-World War II New Eng-
land league). The newest league, Rhode Island, achieved permanent
organization in 1968.

This history of state municipal leagues draws on information con-
tained in individual state league histories, state league magazines, other
magazines, selected doctoral dissertations and academic studies, and
summaries of state league activity published by the American Munici-
pal Association/National League of Cities and earlier the National
Municipal League. It melds this information together to try to describe
the state municipal league “movement” of the 20th century — how
state municipal associations developed and grew as a nationwide phe-
nomenon to their present position of widespread acceptance and influ-
ence in this nation's intergovernmental landscape.

The bulk of the book focuses on when, where, and how each of the
forty-nine state leagues was organized and how they have grown in
terms of budget, staff size, and new programs. Special attention is paid
to the role of universities in league development, and to other notewor-
thy outside funding sources that contributed significantly to league
growth and development. Outside funding came from Spelman Fund
grants in the early 1930s, federal Works Progress Administration
(WPA) funds in the late 1930s, and from several of the so-called Great
Society domestic assistance programs of the 1960s and 1970s. The
decade-by-decade approach is an attempt to capture a sense of the ups
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and downs but basically steady progress of the state league movement
in each of the decades of the 20th century.

Following the narrative history are the reflections on long league
staff careers of ten persons who are now retired after having served as
key staff members or executive directors of state municipal leagues. The
difficult decision to limit the number of persons interviewed to ten was
made in order to keep the project to manageable size. Many other per-
sons have served state leagues with distinction over long periods, and
perhaps other ways can be found to capture these other experiences for
the benefit of future generations of league leaders.

The appendices contain selected statistical information about state
leagues during their first hundred years.
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Before

1900

The Early Days When The First Seven Give It a Try: Indiana officials hold the
country’s first state league meeting in 1891 ... Organization of National
Mounicipal League in 1894 stimulates interest in state leagues ... Organization of
League of American Municipalities in 1897 stimulates more interest ... lowa
officials organize in Marshalltown on October 12, 1898 ... California and
Wisconsin hold organizing meetings on the same date — December 14, 1898 ...
Indiana reactivates its league in February, 1899 ... Michigan holds league
organizing meeting in May, 1899 ... Illinois and Kansas officials hold

organizing meetings but no successful organization results.

Early efforts to organize state-level associations of municipal officials
or municipalities are not well documented, and they are therefore
incomplete. Definitions of just what was being organized also
complicate the picture. The dividing lines between civic leagues
including both public officials and private persons, associations of
particular groups of municipal officials and associations of governments
were not always clear.

Some early organizing activity has undoubtedly been overlooked, but
the available records point to the last decade of the 19th century —
1890 to 1899 — as the starting point for the state municipal league
movement. Some early organizing support came from civic clubs and

7
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private citizen reform groups concerned about widespread reports of
scandal and corruption in municipal government. Other early efforts
were driven by locally elected officials themselves seeking communica-
tion with their peers about ways of dealing with common problems or
seeking support in lobbying state legislatures on particular issues. Most
accounts list Indiana as the first state in which a state municipal league
meeting was held, this occurring in 1891, but despite this and several
othér meetings, it was not until 1899 that the league was successfully
launched.

In Illinois, a mayors’ convention was held in Joliet as early as 1878,
but it was 1898, twenty years later, before attempts were made to or-
ganize a league of municipalities in Illinois. Meetings in 1898 and 1899
failed to produce a formal league organization, however, and the Illi-
nois Municipal League considers 1908 as its founding date. The three
oldest continuously-operating leagues — California, Iowa, and Wis-
consin — date from 1898. Michigan was organized in 1899. With the
addition of the reactivated Indiana league, also in 1899, these are the
five states organized by the turn of the century, and they are the oldest
continuously operating state leagues.

Two important events of the mid-1890s that affected the state
league movement were the founding of National Municipal League in
1894 and the League of American Municipalities in 1897. Neither
group was directly involved in helping state leagues get started, but
those who did organize state leagues were stimulated by activity of both
groups.

The National Municipal League was organized as a citizens’ reform
group, building on the interest of local civic clubs and citizen groups. It
was not designed as an organization of public officials or municipal
governments. But the National Municipal League gave general support
to associations of municipal officials in each state, seeing them as ways
to improve local government by facilitating cooperation, exchange of
information and ideas on best practices, and discussion of new solu-
tions to common municipal problems. At one point, a formal relation-
ship with state leagues was considered but rejected, and despite the
confusion of names between the National Municipal League (since re-
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named National Civic League) and state municipal leagues, there never
has been any formal relationship.

The League of American Municipalities was organized as an asso-
ciation of public officials to exchange information and experience on
common problems. Organizers considered but did not implement the
concept of the national group as a federation of state municipal leagues,
seeing such an arrangement as too cumbersome. Subsequently, hostil-
ity developed between the League of American Municipalities and
state municipal leagues, and for a number of reasons, by 1916 the
League of American Municipalities had disbanded.

Indiana Officials Hold the Country's First State League Meeting

In 1891, officials from eleven Indiana cities and towns gathered in
Huntington for what is generally believed to be the first state municipal
league meeting in America. They met several additional times infor-
mally in the years following, but it was not until 1899 that the league
was successful in getting formally organized.

National Municipal League Sparks Interest in State Leagues

In 1894, the National Municipal League was formed at a meeting in
Philadelphia. More than one hundred business leaders, educators, jour-
nalists, and policy makers attended a two-day meeting to discuss the
future of American cities. According to the National Civic League,
many were convinced that the “corporate model” of management held
valuable lessons for the public sector. They agreed to form a national
organization to help local reform groups learn from each other's suc-
cesses and failures. Among those attending were several notable “turn-
of-the-century progressives” including Louis Brandeis, Charles Eliot,
Marshall Field, Mary Mumford, Frederick Law Olmstead, and Theo-
dore Roosevelt. Much of the impetus for the National Municipal
League came from the various civic associations that had developed in
cities around the country. Public official participation in these civic as-
sociations was limited and varied, and in some cases, public officials'
views differed from the views of the civic associations on the causes of
and remedies for local problems.
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Interest thus developed in a national organization of city officials,
along the lines of the state effort in Indiana in 1891. To meet this inter-
est, the League of American Municipalities was organized at a meeting
in 1897 in Columbus, Ohio, three years after the National Municipal
League was organized and before organization of public officials in
states other than Indiana. The League of American Municipalities ob-
jectives: “the perpetuation of the organization as an agency for the co-
operation of American cities in the practical study of all questions
pertaining to municipal administration; the holding of annual conven-
tions for the discussion of contemporaneous municipal affairs; the es-
tablishment and maintenance of a central bureau of information for the
collection, compilation and dissemination of a statistics, reports and all
kinds of information relative to municipal government.” These objec-
tives were virtually identical to those of the Indiana league, the primary
difference being that the Indiana league had one additional purpose:
“to promote legislation beneficial to the cities of the State.”

The mayor of Des Moines, Iowa, became the first president of the
League of American Municipalities. At first, the office was in New
York City, but it was soon moved to Des Moines, and the Des Moines
mayor became the secretary of the league. When the League of Ameri-
can Municipalities was being organized, consideration was given to
making it a federation of state municipal leagues, with a prerequisite for
membership in the national organization being the formation of a state
organization. This was discarded as cumbersome and impractical, but it
seems likely that some of the interest in organizing the early state
leagues came from efforts to organize and maintain the League of
American Municipalities as well as the National Municipal League.

Iowa Officials Organize on October 12, 1898

In Iowa, the mayors of Cedar Rapids, Des Moines, Iowa City, Mar-
shalltown, and Muscatine attended the 1898 convention of the League
of American Municipalities in Detroit. As they returned home, they
discussed their view that municipalities in Iowa didn’t seem to have
much in common with some of the major cities of the Northeast, and
that a statewide organization would make sense. They decided to hold
an organizing meeting in Marshalltown, where thirty-five delegates
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from twenty-three cities met on October 12, 1898, to organize the
League of Iowa Municipalities. The mayor of Marshalltown was
elected executive secretary, a position he held until 1946, long after
leaving the mayor's office, serving longer than any other person in state
league history as the chief administrative officer of a state municipal
league. Dues for the new Iowa league — which can be considered the
first state league — were set at $1 per 2,000 population. McGregor,
Iowa, paid dues of $1; Sioux City, $10; Council Bluffs, $11; Des
Moines, $29. The league’s receipts for 1899 totaled $235.58; its expen-
ditures, $216.41.

The Marshalltown mayor was also a publisher, and operated several
other businesses including a municipal supply business. In October
1900, he launched Midland Municipalities, a magazine that he desig-
nated as the Iowa league’s official publication but said was designed to
serve not only Iowa but other states in the Midwest. It was the first of
five regional state league magazines, all of which have since been dis-
continued or cut back to single-state focus. The magazine was ex-
panded and renamed American Municipalities in 1912 so that it could
become the official publication of the League of American Municipali-
ties. The League of American Municipalities was also headquartered in
Iowa for most of its life, with the Des Moines mayor serving as presi-
dent, then as secretary, and then again as president. American Munici-
palities was published by the Iowa league secretary until 1946, shortly
before his death.

California Holds an Organizing Meeting in December 1898
Reading a report of a National Municipal League meeting in New
York City sparked the idea of organizing a league of municipalities in
California. In 1898, the city clerk of Santa Clara, who was also editor of
the Santa Clara News and an attorney, received a letter of inquiry from
the city clerk of Alameda. It asked about experience with a new me-
chanical device, a road roller, and additionally asked for information
about city population, names of city officials, and date of incorporation.
The Santa Clara clerk traveled to Alameda to talk with the clerk there
and to review the compilation of survey results, his interest being more
in the roster of municipalities that had been developed in the survey
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than in road rollers. The two city clerks decided that California needed
an organization of municipalities that could maintain information on
road rollers and other matters such as record keeping and tax assess-
ment and collection. The Santa Clara clerk took his idea to the mayor
of Santa Clara, who authorized a letter to other mayors in the state to
see if they would attend a meeting to discuss matters of mutual interest.

The two city clerks concluded that they had two major problems —
money and a place for a meeting. So they sailed across San Francisco
Bay to visit the mayor of San Francisco, who was known to be a person
of means and interested in running for higher office. The San Francisco
mayor liked the idea of the meeting and offered a place to meet in San
Francisco along with $3,000 from his own pocket to pay expenses. The
Santa Clara clerk also convinced the Southern Pacific Railroad to pro-
vide free transportation in the form of a 3,000-mile railroad pass. Half
the cities in California responded favorably to the letter of inquiry
about an organizing meeting, and arrangements were made to hold the
meeting on December 14, 1898, at Pioneer Hall on Fourth Street in
San Francisco. The date was chosen to permit discussion of legislation
affecting cities that would be introduced in the 1899 legislature. Thirty
cities answered the invitation; others sent words of encouragement.
Thirteen cities, most from the San Francisco Bay area, sent delegates,
and the California League of Municipalities was organized. The Santa
Clara clerk was named secretary, a position he held for thirty-four years
until 1932.

Wisconsin Holds an Organizing Meeting

In Wisconsin, interest in a league came from a combination of inter-
est in civic improvement from the Progressive Movement launched by
Robert M. LaFollette, interest of women activists lobbying for educa-
tion and civic improvement despite being denied voting rights, and
strong interest at the University of Wisconsin in what was known as the
Wisconsin Idea, or the idea that the boundaries of the university are the
boundaries of the state. It led mayors of southern Wisconsin cities to
invite their colleagues to Madison, the capital city, for a meeting to
“learn from each other and organize for the general improvement of
and facilitation of every branch of municipal government.”
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The organizational meeting was held in Madison on December 14,
1898, ironically the same date that California city officials were meet-
ing in San Francisco to launch the California League of Municipalities.
The mayors of eleven Wisconsin municipalities attended. A University
of Wisconsin political science professor agreed to serve as secretary, a
position he held until 1907. The league's purposes: study administra-
tion, hold conventions, establish a Central Bureau of Information, se-
cure beneficial legislation, and oppose injurious legislation. The league
has operated continuously since that first meeting.

Indiana Reactivates Its League

The successful second organizing meeting for the league in Indiana
was held in February 1899. The meeting was again held in Huntington,
at the invitation of Huntington's Mayor and Police Chief, stimulated
by a council member's concern about a stolen property fencing opera-
tion in the region. The stated purpose was to foster cooperation among
the assembled municipalities in apprehending “an organized gang of
thieves engaged in pilfering, stealing and burglary,” with the hope that
a cooperative effort would help break up the fencing operation. But the
purpose of the meeting turned out to be broader. Those attending
agreed to form a legislative committee to seek uniformity in state stat-
utes on local government and to seek state assistance. The group also
sought and obtained from area telephone companies free use of tele-
phones for police and city business, including league business.

Michigan Holds a League Organizing Meeting in May 1898

As in Iowa, a national meeting figured in the move to establish a
league in Michigan. In 1898, the mayor of Saginaw issued a call for a
League of Michigan Municipalities. He had attended the 1898 League
of American Municipalities meeting in Detroit, and came away with
the sense that municipalities in Michigan needed a vehicle for coopera-
tion. The first meeting was held the following May in Lansing, the
state capital, with the permanent organization approved at a meeting in
September 1899, in Grand Rapids. The stated objectives were coopera-
tion in the study of questions pertaining to municipal government, the
holding of an annual convention, and the establishment of an informa-
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tion bureau. Officials attending the first meeting discussed municipal
ownership of lighting plants, peddlers and transient merchants, assess-
ment of property owners for street paving, sidewalk construction, tax
evaders, and public health. Dues ranged from $3 to $40 per city. The
league's only activities for the first several years were the annual con-
ventions and arranging for league officials to attend legislative sessions
to press for favorable legislation. Dues income did not permit any staff.
In 1904, when the league met in Ann Arbor, a University of Michigan
professor was designated part-time league secretary. The league ex-
isted without full-time staff for its first twenty-nine years.

Illinois and Kansas Organizing Meetings Unsuccessful

In another mid-America state, Illinois, there is a record of efforts to
start a municipal league in the 1890s. Meetings were held in Peoria in
1898 and 1899 to discuss municipal problems and the possibilities of a
state organization, but nothing came of these efforts, and it was 1906
before efforts to organize a league in Illinois were successful.

In Kansas, there are records of cities of the first class (those over
15,000 population at that time) convening in 1892 to discuss legisla-
tion, and of six of these cities convening in Topeka in 1895 to form the
Kansas Municipal League. But the present-day League of Kansas Mu-
nicipalities dates its founding to 1910. Thus the 19th century came to a
close with leagues operating in five states (California, Indiana, Iowa,
Michigan and Wisconsin) and efforts having been made in Illinois and
Kansas that would not succeed for another decade.



1900s

Another Six Join the Movement as it Begins to Spread: Pennsylvania
Organizes Cities of the Third Class in 1900 ... Minnesota Makes Its First Try in
1903, Succeeds a Decade Later ... Two Dozen Officials Launch Virginia League
in 1905 ... Utah Municipal League Established in 1907 ... North Carolina
Makes Its First Start in 1908 ... Missouri Makes Its First Start in 1908.

The first decade of the new 20th century saw state municipal leagues
organized in another six states — Minnesota, Missouri, Pennsylvania,
North Carolina, Utah, and Virginia. The Minnesota league did not
actually become operational until a decade later in 1913, and the
Missouri and North Carolina leagues lapsed into inactivity around
World War .

This was also the decade in which the League of American Munici-
palities, founded in 1897, is generally considered to have achieved its
peak. By 1917, however, it would cease to operate.

Pennsylvania Organizes Cities of the Third Class in 1900

In Pennsylvania, the first state to organize in the new decade, a meet-
ing in the county court house in York on May 15, 1900, capped a
number of years of effort in the 1880s and 1890s to organize a league. A
meeting in Williamsport in 1888 was the first meeting of Pennsylvania
city officials, and a meeting in Scranton in either 1893 or

15
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AT STATE LEAGUE CONVENTIONS AND
CONFERENCES IN THE 1900S, LOCAL OFFICIALS

WERE DISCUSSING:

Bacterial Reduction in Treatment of Sewage ... A Model System of
Garbage Collection ... Garbage Crematories for Sanitary Disposal of
Household and Industrial Wastes ... Water, Gas and Electric
Utilities-Public or Private Ownership? ... Municipal Franchises for
Monopolies of Private Corporations ... Railroad Crossing Safety-
Flagman, Gate or Gong?... Street and Sidewalk Grades ... Damage
Suits from Defective Sidewalks ... Damage Suits from Buggy Use of
Public Highways ... Tar Macadam Paving ... Pros and Cons of Side
Cut vs. End Cut Paving Bricks ... Typhoid Epidemics ... Small Pox:
Who Pays for Costs of Quarantine and Treatment? ... Management
of Diphtheria, Small Pox and Scarlet Fever ... Anti-Spitting
Ordinances ... Operation of Municipal Scales ... Newly-Developing
Fire Alarm Systems ... Firemen's Associations and Firemen's
Pensions ... Whether and How to Achieve Uniform Municipal
Accounting ... Municipal Election Reform ... Experience with
Commission Form of City Government
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year hasn't been established) was the second. The successful meeting in
York in 1900 grew out of a meeting between the mayors of Erie and
Bradford to discuss common problems, at which time they agreed on
the need for an organization. They decided to meet with the mayor of
Harrisburg, and as a result, an invitation was sent to all mayors inviting
them to an exploratory meeting in Harrisburg in October 1899.

At the Harrisburg meeting, the group agreed to meet in York in May
1900 to organize the League of Cities of the Third Class. Philadelphia,
the state's only first class city, and Pittsburgh and Scranton, the state's
only second class cities at the time, were not eligible for membership
until a bylaws revision fifty-five years later in 1955. After agreeing on
the constitution and bylaws for the new league, the group formed a leg-
islative committee to work on proposals to the 1901 session of the Gen-
eral Assembly. So that the committee could present its report to the
membership, a second annual convention was held that same year, on
November 20 and 21, 1900, in Harrisburg.

Minnesota Tries First in 1903, Succeeds a Decade Later

The Minnesota Municipal and Commercial League was organized
March 8, 1903, with membership that included not only municipalities
but also commercial clubs, chambers of commerce, businessmen's or-
ganizations, and boards of trade. It was the first organization in what
Minnesota described as the “University-Municipality” system. A major
purpose of the new league was combating discrimination in railroad
rates against smaller communities, but the exchange of experience con-
cerning municipal problems was also listed as a purpose. Dues were set
at $5.00 for cities up to 1,000 population, $7.50 for those from 1,000 to
3,000, and $10.00 for those over 10,000 population. The league sur-
vived until 1907, by which time its membership included forty-six mu-
nicipalities and forty-one commercial organizations. After the
organization ended, an effort was made to organize a League of Com-
mercial Clubs, but it lasted only a short time, and it was not until 1913
that the present-day league was organized.
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Two Dozen Officials Launch Virginia League in 1905

The chief executive of Newport News, Virginia, called his state's lo-
cal officials together for a meeting in Richmond on December 14,
1905. Guest speaker was the secretary of the National Municipal
League, who outlined advantages and benefits of a well-directed state
league of municipalities. The two dozen officials who attended agreed
unanimously to create the organization. The Virginia Municipal
League held its first annual convention the following year, on October
4and 5, 1906, in Newport News. The clerk and auditor of Portsmouth
became secretary-treasurer in 1906 or 1907, serving on a part-time,
mostly volunteer, basis as the league's only staff person for the next fif-
teen years until 1921. The league's annual conventions were the pri-
mary activity during those early years.

Utah Municipal League Established in 1907

In Utah, municipal officials held their organizing meeting in Febru-
ary, 1907, and although details of early activity are sketchy, Utah was
listed on all rosters of state leagues published after that time. The
league's primary activity during the early years was an annual conven-
tion. The Utah league saw its mission as twofold: protect the interests
of Utah municipalities and promote active interest in municipal affairs.
The Utah legislature had little apparent interest in interfering in local
affairs, and it was not until the depression year of 1932 that the league,
working with the Salt Lake Chamber of Commerce, persuaded the leg-
islature to clarify local authority with a municipal home rule law. By
1937, the league decided to reorganize, employ full-time staff, expand
its legislative activity, and launch training and other service programs.

North Carolina Makes its First Start in 1908

The first state municipal league organizing effort in North Carolina
was a meeting in Charlotte on November 17-18, 1908. Under the
headline “A Great Gathering of Mayors,” the Charlotte Observer, which
enthusiastically endorsed the meeting, gave it more than three full
pages of coverage and called the host mayor “the presiding genius of the
meeting.” The newspaper reported that more than five hundred per-
sons attended, which probably included many private citizens. Repre-
sentatives of twenty-two cities were present to cast ballots on the
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location of the next convention. The governor of North Carolina at-
tended, and guest speakers included the mayors of Boston, Massachu-
setts, and Houston, Texas. The new organization was called Carolina
Municipal Association, and some officials from South Carolina ac-
cepted the invitation to participate and even to serve on committees, al-
though it seems that it was never intended to be a two-state municipal
association.

At the organizing meeting, officials adopted “Articles of Associa-
tion” stating the purposes to be “to induce the cooperation of Carolina
cities and towns in the practical study of questions pertaining to mu-
nicipal administration; to produce and disseminate information of
value relating to the conduct of municipal affairs; to promote the ex-
change of suggestions between its members...; to encourage and peti-
tion for legislation which will tend to an economical administration of
municipal government, and generally to aid the advancement of good
civic management in all the municipalities of the State.” A dues sched-
ule ranging from $5 for the smallest to $100 for the three largest mu-
nicipalities was adopted. Just what happened during the next fourteen
years is not clear, but there are records of annual conventions every year
but one through 1917. The league did not meet in 1918 and 1919. The
association apparently encountered financial problems and fell into in-
activity.

Missouri Makes its First Start in 1908

Records are sparse concerning the first Missouri Municipal League,
which is known to have been organized at a meeting in Kansas City,
September 22, 1908, with fifty-four officials from fifteen cities in at-
tendance. How long it functioned is unknown, but a league in Missouri
appeared on rosters of leagues published in 1914 and 1918. The
present-day Missouri Municipal League dates its founding from 1927.

Records are similarly sparse on other organizing efforts during the
decade. The secretary of the Jowa league, invited to speak to the first
League of Nebraska Municipalities meeting in 1910, told delegates
that “In the past ten years, I have noticed that Municipal Leagues have
been organized in Colorado, Kansas, North Dakota, Minnesota, and
Missouri and several eastern states, but they have all died an early
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death.” He attributed the failure of leagues in other states to their in-
ability to set their dues schedules high enough to produce sufficient
revenues to maintain an effective organization, saying that only Iowa
and California had adopted adequate dues schedules. Iowa's dues in the
mid-1910s ranged from $5 for municipalities under 2,000 population
to $70 for those over 60,000 population. California's dues were $10 for
cities under 1,000 population increasing in $10 increments up to a
maximum of $60 for cities over 150,000 population.

As a sample of early league budgets, Iowa's total league income in
1905 was $844.12 and total expenses were $820.13, leaving a carryover
balance of $24.29. Iowa called itself the largest league in the country
during that time, with a total of 141 members by the end of the decade.
Its membership recruitment efforts received a boost when the 1907 leg-
islature passed a bill specifically authorizing municipalities to pay dues

to the League of Iowa

Municipalities “of not
State Leagues in a Changing Nation . . . more than $5 for each
The 1900s
U. S. Population in 1900: 75,994,575
U. S. Population in 1910: 91,994,266
Per Cent Urban in 1900 39.6
Per Cent Urban in 1910 45.6

one thousand popula-
tion” and “to pay the ac-
tual expenses of not more
than two delegates to the
meetings of such league.”

The first decade of the new century thus concluded with six more
leagues known to have been formally organized, but only three of the
six — Pennsylvania, Virginia, and Utah — able to claim permanent
existence dating from those first efforts. They joined the list of five
from the 1890s — California, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, and Wiscon-
sin — as the leagues with the longest permanent existence. In Minne-
sota, Missouri, and North Carolina, a later second start would be
necessary.



1910s

An Early Boom Develops But Many Fail Around World War I: Nebraska
Officials Launch Their League in January, 1910 ... Kansas Successfully
Organizes in May, 1910 ... New York Organizes Conference of Mayors in June
1910... Washington Officials Meet in November 1910 to Organize ... Montana
Officials Make First Attempt to Organize League in 1910 ... North Dakota
Makes Its First Effort in September 1912 in Grand Forks ... Ohio Makes Its
First Start in 1912 ... League of Pacific Northwest Municipalities Launched in
1912 ... Minnesota Restarts in 1913 and Oklahoma and Texas Get Their
Leagues Under Way ... Oregon and Tennessee Make Their First Starts in 1913
... Illinois restarts in 1914 ... Alabama and Colorado Make Their First Starts in
1914 ... New Jersey Officials Organize League in 1915 in Trenton ... New
Mexico Tries in 1915, Georgia in 1916, Arkansas and West Virginia in 1917,
Idaho and Mississippi in 1918 ... The Tally by 1920: Efforts to Organize in
Thirty-two States, About Half No Longer Active ... ... League Secretaries
Organize in 1917 in Detroit, but Follow-up Meeting Never Held ...

The second decade of the new century saw a boom in state league
organizing efforts. Five states held organizing meetings in 1910, two in
1912, another five in 1913, four in 1914, two in 1915, and another five
in the following three years. Additionally, a three-state League of
Pacific Northwest Municipalities was organized in 1912. Many of the
organizing meetings were held with assistance from a state

21
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AT STATE LEAGUE CONVENTIONS AND
CONFERENCES IN THE 19108, LOCAL OFFICIALS

WERE DISCUSSING:

Powers of State Public Utility Commissions Over Public and
Private Utilities ... Conversion of Street Lights to Electricity ...
Operation of Municipal Ice Plants ... Pros and Cons of Water Meters
... Septic Tank Patent Infringement Allegations in Sewage Plant
Construction ... Pros and Cons of Concrete Pavements ... Bitulithic
Pavement for Warmer Climates ... Tractor Lug Damage to
Pavements ... Added Horse Noise on Concrete Pavements ... Rising
Death Toll from Automobiles ... Jitney Competition and Street Car
System Insolvencies ... Police Strikes and Police Unions ... Influenza
Epidemic and Tuberculosis as its Aftermath: Municipal
Responsibilities ... Municipal Support for National War Effort ...
Authority for Municipalities to Invest Public Funds to Buy War
Bonds ... Local Tax Exemptions for Soldiers and Sailors and Local
Support for Their Families ... Wartime Regulation of Coal and Food
Prices ... Exemption of Municipalities from War Tax on
Transportation ... Do's and Don'ts in Municipal Planning and
Construction of War Memorials ... Employment of Returning
Servicemen on Deferred Local Public Works Projects
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The “Wisconsin Idea” (the university's boundaries are the state's)
spread quickly among state institutions of higher education, especially
in the Midwest. The concept of University Extension became popular,
and it usually included setting up a municipal reference bureau as a
means of serving communities throughout the state. But only eight of
the leagues organized in the decade — Illinois, Kansas, Minnesota,
Nebraska, New Jersey, New York, Oklahoma, and Texas — achieved
permanence. They joined three survivors from the previous decade-
Pennsylvania, Utah and Virginia—and five from the 1890s —
California, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, and Wisconsin — as the sixteen
leagues who have been in continuous operation since before World
War 1. The League of Pacific Northwest Municipalities lasted only
three years.

The League of American Municipalities fell into decline after 1910,
experiencing poor attendance at meetings and some financial difficul-
ties. At the 1915 meeting, a representative of the Municipal League of
Indiana was denied floor privileges at the League of American Munici-
palities convention. When a resolution to allow state league member-
ship was held to be unconstitutional by the national group, the Indiana
league discontinued support for the national organization, which likely
discouraged the participation of other state leagues. The League of
American Municipalities held its last meeting in 1916, and by 1917,
twenty years after its founding, it ceased to operate.

The effort of state league secretaries to organize a national Confer-
ence on State Leagues of Municipalities in 1917 did not succeed.

World War I dominated the latter part of the decade, with leagues
trying to assist in the war effort in various ways. And the influenza epi-
demic of 1918, which had major impact on local health departments, is
known to have caused cancellation of the annual convention of at least
one league (California) and postponement of at least one other (Iowa).
Other league meetings were likely affected by the influenza epidemic.

Nebraska Officials Launch Their League in January 1910

The mayor of Lincoln, Nebraska, opened a meeting on January 26,
1910, by saying that in response to his invitation letters showing active
interest in organizing a league in Nebraska had been received from
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more than one hundred cities. A roll call showed forty-one municipali-
ties represented. The guest speaker at the meeting was the secretary of
the neighboring League of Iowa Municipalities. He reviewed the or-
ganization and programs of the Iowa league, and urged Nebraska offi-
cials not to make the same mistake as Iowa and other states — setting
the dues schedule so low that revenues are insufficient to maintain an
active organization. The mayor of Lincoln advised that he had asked a
professor at the University of Nebraska to prepare a suggested constitu-
tion and by-laws. The draft, based on by-laws of the Iowa league, was
adopted and the Nebraska league was under way.

Kansas Successfully Organizes in May 1910

Fifty-two persons representing thirty-two Kansas municipalities at-
tended the organizing meeting in Wichita at the invitation of Wichita's
mayor. The meeting was held May 18 and 19, 1910, in the mayor's of-
fice. In his letter of invitation, the mayor suggested one reason for or-
ganizing: “There is a class of officials elected to office who feel they are
ignorant of municipal affairs....So we find these officials anxious for in-
formation.” He also urged development of a legislative program to pro-
tect municipal interests.

A professor who had just been recruited by the University of Kansas
to organize an extension program along the lines of the University of
Wisconsin’s worked with the Wichita mayor in organizing the meet-
ing, and was present at the sessions. He was setting up a municipal ref-
erence bureau at the University, and believed that a cooperative
statewide organization of municipalities could help provide informa-
tion to and pool experience of municipal officials. He offered to house
the new league organization in the extension division and was named
the league's first secretary-treasurer. The league remained housed at
the university until 1942. Also present at the Kansas organizational
meeting was the secretary of the League of Iowa Municipalities, who
provided information on the Iowa league experience as he had at the
Nebraska league organizational meeting just four months earlier.
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New York Organizes Conference of Mayors in June 1910

In New York, the physician-mayor of Schenectady called a meeting
of mayors from around the state. A former city health officer, the mayor
was concerned over problems of municipal health administration and
wanted to hold a conference on the subject. Thus the theme for the first
New York Conference of Mayors meeting, held on June 23 and 24,
1910, was “City Healthful.” A total of forty-two of the state's then-
forty-nine mayors attended. The meeting was so successful that a reso-
lution was adopted calling for another conference the following year to
be held in Poughkeepsie, the theme to be the structure of municipal
- government. A committee of five mayors was appointed to present a
plan for a permanent organization to the 1911 meeting.

No formal constitution or by-laws were proposed or adopted until
1925, but the mayors kept meeting and conducted business by adopting
resolutions. A part-time secretary was retained to handle the business
of the association; he became full-time in 1915. The conference opened
its membership to village mayors in 1924, and later changed its mem-
bership structure to provide that municipalities, rather than individu-
als, were members. A municipal information service beganin 1915, and
the conference's legislative committee formulated its first legislative
program in 1920.

Washington Officials Meet in November 1910 to Organize

The mayor of Seattle called a meeting of city officials for November
18, 1910, to discuss home rule legislation for first class cities. The
mayor was concerned about cities losing their charter power and
authority to the legislature and the State Railway Commission. “Under
present conditions, we have no more charter than a jack rabbit,” he said.
“It was for the purpose of discussing the needs of cities that this con-
vention was called.” The League of Washington Municipalities was
formed, and its first president, Seattle’s assistant corporation counsel,
said “It was the first practical demonstration to the municipal officials
in this state of the advantage of association in the solution of municipal
problems.”

‘Two years later, the University of Washington developed its Bureau
of Municipal Research as a clearinghouse of information on legislative
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and municipal administrative issues. The new bureau also served as
headquarters for the league. But the league was disbanded four years
later in 1916 due to lack of participation.

Montana Officials Make a First Attempt to Organize in 1910

At least two rosters indicate that the first effort to organize a Mon-
tana league was made in 1910. And rosters of leagues prepared in 1916,
1917, and 1918 by the National Municipal League list a league in
Montana. But no other records of 2 Montana league in the 1910s and
1920s have been located. The present-day Montana league considers
1932 as its founding date.

North Dakota Makes Its First Effort in September 1912

North Dakota's first effort to organize a league came at a meeting in
Grand Forks, September 25, 1912. Delegates toured the city, held
workshop discussions on such issues as paving, sewers, water mains and
hydrants, and agreed to form a municipal league. The mayor of Grand
Forks was named president, and the city clerk of Grand Forks was
named secretary. Dues were set at $3 for municipalities under 1,000
population, $5 for those in the 1,000-to-3,000 bracket, and $10 for
those over 3,000. Each municipality would be entitled to one vote.
Delegates agreed on two other nonvoting membership classes — Hon-
orary Members for former municipal officials, and Associate Members
for persons who sell to municipalities, which permitted them to display
their materials and wares at annual meetings. The newly formed league
agreed to meet again in January 1913 during the legislative session, but
records of the second and further meetings during this period have not
been found. By the time a roster of state leagues was published in 1918,
the North Dakota league was listed as inactive.

Ohio Makes its First Start in 1912

There are reports that the Ohio Municipal League first met in 1912
and met at least three more times. There are reports in national journals
of the second annual meeting January 20 and 21, 1913, in Columbus, a
third annual meeting January 21 and 22, 1914, in Columbus, and a
fourth annual meeting February 11 and 12, 1915, in Columbus. The
Ohio Municipal League is listed on rosters of state leagues appearing in
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1914 and 1918. But little is known of exactly how the league got organ-
ized in 1912 or how long it remained active. Later efforts to establish a
league in Ohio were plagued by a state Supreme Court decision in 1925
that prohibited use of public funds to maintain the league, and it was
not until 1951 that the Ohio Supreme Court removed the legal cloud
over public funds to support a league.

League of Pacific Northwest Municipalities Founded in 1912

What has been identified as “the only successful or significant” re-
gional municipal league, the Pacific Northwest League of Municipali-
ties, was founded in October of that year at a meeting in Spokane,
Washington. The proceedings of the meeting noted that “Because of
the economic, social, and cultural unity of the old Oregon Territory, it
was thought that Washington, Oregon, and Idaho formed a natural ba-
sis for such a league of mutual assistance.” A former Washington gov-
ernor was its first president, and the roster of state leagues published in
1914 listed the secretary as a professor at <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>